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Remote sensing-based time series models for
malaria early warning in the highlands of Ethiopia
Alemayehu Midekisa1, Gabriel Senay2, Geoffrey M Henebry1, Paulos Semuniguse3 and Michael C Wimberly1*

Abstract
Background: Malaria is one of the leading public health problems in most of sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in
Ethiopia. Almost all demographic groups are at risk of malaria because of seasonal and unstable transmission of the
disease. Therefore, there is a need to develop malaria early-warning systems to enhance public health decision
making for control and prevention of malaria epidemics. Data from orbiting earth-observing sensors can monitor
environmental risk factors that trigger malaria epidemics. Remotely sensed environmental indicators were used to
examine the influences of climatic and environmental variability on temporal patterns of malaria cases in the
Amhara region of Ethiopia.
Methods: In this study seasonal autoregressive integrated moving average (SARIMA) models were used to quantify
the relationship between malaria cases and remotely sensed environmental variables, including rainfall, land-surface
temperature (LST), vegetation indices (NDVI and EVI), and actual evapotranspiration (ETa) with lags ranging from
one to three months. Predictions from the best model with environmental variables were compared to the actual
observations from the last 12 months of the time series.
Results: Malaria cases exhibited positive associations with LST at a lag of one month and positive associations with
indicators of moisture (rainfall, EVI and ETa) at lags from one to three months. SARIMA models that included these
environmental covariates had better fits and more accurate predictions, as evidenced by lower AIC and RMSE
values, than models without environmental covariates.
Conclusions: Malaria risk indicators such as satellite-based rainfall estimates, LST, EVI, and ETa exhibited significant
lagged associations with malaria cases in the Amhara region and improved model fit and prediction accuracy.
These variables can be monitored frequently and extensively across large geographic areas using data from
earth-observing sensors to support public health decisions.
Keywords: Malaria, Early warning, Early detection, Remote sensing, Climate, Time series model, Forecast

Background
Malaria is one of the leading public health problems in
most of sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in Ethiopia. Almost 75% of the landmass of Ethiopia is estimated to be
affected by malaria, and about 68% of the population of
Ethiopia (approximately 52 million people in 2007) is at
risk of malaria corresponding to the human population
living in areas below 2000 m elevation [1-3]. Malaria
transmission is seasonal in Ethiopia and varies across
the country depending on climatic and ecological factors
favourable to disease-transmitting vector and parasite
* Correspondence: michael.wimberly@sdstate.edu
1
Geographic Information Science Center of Excellence, South Dakota State
University, Brookings, SD 57007, USA
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development, including elevation, rainfall, and temperature [1,3,4]. The major malaria transmission season
occurs primarily during September to December following the main rainy season, which occurs from June to
September with peak precipitation in July and August
[1-4]. Large-scale malaria epidemic outbreaks occur particularly in the Ethiopian highlands where transmission
is unstable, immunity of the population is low, and almost all age groups of the population are at risk of severe morbidity and mortality from malaria [1,3]. In
Ethiopia epidemics occur in 5–8 year cycles; several epidemics have been reported in recent years, for example,
in 2003 and 2005 [1,2]. Accordingly, there is a pressing
need to develop malaria early warning to enhance public
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health decision making for control and prevention of
malaria epidemics.
A malaria early-warning system that provides predictions
of the temporal and spatial pattern of epidemics could help
to control and prevent malaria epidemics. If an effective
malaria early-warning system were operational, it could
assist public health decision makers in prioritizing scarce
resources to areas and periods most at risk [5-7]. One approach to developing a malaria early-warning system is to
use statistical forecasting models based on historical malaria cases and environmental risk indicators. Thus, quantifying the links between meteorological and environmental
variables and malaria is a key step towards effective malaria
early warning. However, a major limiting factor is the lack
of adequate environmental data covering the spatial and
temporal variability of key environmental risk factors. The
availability of spatially extensive and temporally consistent
data from earth-observing sensors offers a source of environmental information for the development of epidemiological forecasting models. Measurements of the spatial
and temporal patterns of environmental conditions that
influence parasite development and the mosquito life cycle
can be obtained by using remotely sensed data [8].
The influences of climatic variables on malaria risk have
been well documented in previous research. Temperature,
rainfall, and humidity are key determinants for malaria risk.
Rainfall is associated with the presence and persistence of
pools for the female anopheline mosquitoes to lay their eggs
and for the completion of larval development [5,9].
Although rainfall is necessary to produce breeding sites for
the mosquito to complete its life cycle, excessive rainfall
can have an adverse effect by washing away mosquito larvae
[10]. Temperature is associated with the durations of larval
development, mosquito survival, and parasite development
[5,9]. Humidity is associated with the persistence of the
breeding sites and mosquito survival. Moreover, vegetation
is not only a surrogate variable for the presence of moisture,
but also provides a resting site for adult mosquitoes. Previous efforts to develop malaria early warning in sub-Saharan
Africa have tried to link temporal patterns of morbidity
with climatic variability [11-13]. Studies in the East African
highlands have demonstrated significant lagged associations
of temperature and rainfall with malaria cases [14,15]. The
current research will expand on these studies to examine
the temporal variability of malaria risk in response to
satellite-derived meteorological and environmental variables
in the Ethiopian highlands.
In Ethiopia, only a few prior studies quantified the
effects of environmental variables on malaria risk
[5,13,16,17]. A common limitation of these studies is
their reliance on meteorological station data alone.
Meteorological stations tend to be sparsely distributed in
developing countries [18]; thus, it is difficult to obtain
meteorological and environmental variables that span
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larger geographic areas. Earth observation data from
space-borne sensors with high temporal resolution (daily
to weekly) can provide alternative sources of information
on meteorological and environmental variability [9,18].
Despite the advances in terrestrial remote sensing over
the past three decades, only recently have these data
been widely applied to tackle problems in public health
[9,19-22].
Remote sensing-derived environmental variables, including indices like the normalized difference vegetation index
(NDVI), the enhanced vegetation index (EVI), and land
surface temperature (LST), have been used to quantify
vector-borne disease risk and for malaria early warning
[8,9,19,23,24]. Satellite-based precipitation measurements
along with vegetation indices and LST have been shown to
be useful for malaria prediction [9,24]. However, there are
other types of remotely sensed environmental variables,
such as actual evapotranspiration (ETa), that have not yet
been explored in the context of malaria early warning. ETa
measures the flux of moisture at and below the soil surface
that transpires through plants and into the atmosphere as
water vapour and the moisture at the surface that directly
evaporates into the atmosphere [25]. Because ETa is limited by water availability, a high ETa is often indicative of
high levels of surface water and soil moisture. Thus,
remotely sensed estimates of ETa may indicate suitable
environmental conditions for mosquito breeding and larval
growth and development.
To date, there has not been a study examining the direct
application of remote sensing data to model malaria risk in
Ethiopia. Thus, the research presented here will help to fill
this knowledge gap by (1) quantifying the relationships
between satellite-derived climatic and environmental variability and temporal patterns of malaria risk and (2) developing a model of malaria risk that incorporates both
historical surveillance and environmental data. In this
study the following research questions were addressed.
First, are remotely sensed variables significantly associated
with temporal patterns of malaria risk? Second, what are
the temporal lags at which each environmental variable is
associated with malaria risk? Third, does the addition of
remote sensing covariates improve time series model fits
compared to models based only on historical case data? A
time series modelling approach, which has been widely
used in previous research to quantify associations between
environmental variability and disease risk, was used to
answer these questions [5,9,14,16,26].

Methods
Study area

The Amhara region is located in the north-western and
north-central parts of Ethiopia and lies between 9.0° and
13.75° N and 36.0° and 40.5° E (Figure 1). The region
has a population of nearly 17 million according to the
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Figure 1 Location of study sites: 12 districts (woredas) in the Amhara region of Ethiopia.

2007 census. Almost 89% live in rural households practicing subsistence agriculture. Elevation ranges from 506
to 4,517 m above sea level. The major malaria transmission season is September through December while a
shorter transmission season occurs from April to May
[1]. The major rainy season is typically from June to
September [1,4]. Average annual temperature ranges
from 16 to 27°C. The mean annual rainfall ranges from
770 to 2,000 mm.
Data source
Surveillance data

The malaria cases used in this study are reports of clinically diagnosed outpatients from 12 district (woreda)
health centres in the Amhara region of Ethiopia. These

health facilities provide medical service primarily to the
patients living in that district as well as some patients
coming from nearby districts. Historical surveillance
data were collected by visiting individual health centres
to obtain hard copies of historical surveillance data and
converting these data into digital format. The integrated
disease surveillance and response (IDSR) data format
was the source of information used in the data collection
process. Although there is a recent effort by the Ministry
of Health of Ethiopia to upgrade health data collection
and management into a health management information
system framework, there is at present no centralized
database for malaria case data. The 12 districts used in
this study had complete monthly counts of outpatient
malaria cases for the period 2001–2009.
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Environmental data

Satellite-derived daily rainfall estimates were obtained from
the Tropical Rainfall Measuring Mission (TRMM). TRMM
is a joint mission by NASA and the Japan Aerospace
Exploration Agency (JAXA) to monitor precipitation in
tropical and subtropical regions of the globe. The daily
TRMM product (3B42), which has a spatial resolution of
0.25° x 0.25°, was extracted using the Giovanni system in
the NASA Goddard Earth Sciences Data and Information
Services Center (GES DISC). Monthly accumulated rainfall
(mm) was summarized for each district from daily rainfall
estimates.
Vegetation indices and LST were from the moderate
resolution imaging spectroradiometer (MODIS) instruments on-board the Terra and Aqua satellites, which
have overpass times at 10.30/22.30 and 13.30/01.30,
respectively. These sensors acquire data in 36 spectral
bands ranging from visible through thermal infrared.
The MODIS Terra LST product (MOD11A2), which is
an eight-day composite with a 1 km spatial resolution,
was used for this research. Mean monthly LST (°C) was
computed for every district as the average of daytime
(10.30) and night-time (22.30) LST retrievals.
The MODIS Nadir BRDF-Adjusted Reflectance product (MCD43B4), which is a 16-day rolling composite
updated every eight days with a 1 km spatial resolution,
was used to compute the monthly mean of two vegetation indices, NDVI and EVI, for every district. NDVI
and EVI were calculated from surface reflectance in the
red, near-infrared, and blue bands that provides information about the greenness of the vegetation canopy. The
MCD43B4 product was used to generate these vegetation indices instead of the already processed MODIS
vegetation indices because this product combines multiple views from the Terra and Aqua satellites and uses
Bidirectional Reflectance Distribution Function (BRDF)
models to provide more consistent measurements of
surface reflectance. The MODIS actual ETa product
(MOD16A2), which is an eight-day composite with a
1 km spatial resolution, was used to summarize monthly
mean daily ETa (mm) for every district.

Page 4 of 10

We first developed seasonal autoregressive integrated
moving average (SARIMA) models with only malaria
cases; in these models, the response depended on past
numbers of malaria cases. To test the statistical associations of meteorological and environmental variables with
malaria risk, multivariate SARIMA models were developed in which environmental covariates were also
included as input variables. In these models NDVI, EVI,
rainfall estimate, ETa, and LST were also used as independent variables in these models (Figure 2). However,
only rainfall, LST, EVI, and ETa were left in the final
models after model selection procedures.
The structure of the model that was used in this study
is SARIMA (p,d,q)(P,D,Q)s, where p is order of autoregression; d, degree of differencing; q, order of moving
average; P, seasonal autoregression; D, degree of seasonal

Data analysis

In this study, the dependent variables were monthly time
series of malaria case data for the period 2001–2009.
Historical cases of malaria and meteorological and environmental variables (rainfall, NDVI, EVI, LST, and ETa)
exhibited considerable seasonality and inter annual variation during the period 2001–2009 (Figure 2). A separate time series analysis was conducted for each of the 12
districts of the Amhara region. Because the case data
were skewed, log-transformed counts of malaria outpatient cases were used as the dependent variables to
linearize relationships with the independent variables.

Figure 2 Time series for Mecha district of (from top to bottom)
average monthly NDVI (normalized vegetation index) in green
and EVI (enhanced vegetation index) in black (dimensionless)
summarized from sixteen-day composites, total monthly
rainfall (mm) summarized from daily rainfall, total monthly
actual evapotranspiration (mm), average monthly land surface
temperature (°C) from eight-day composite, number of
monthly malaria cases (2001–2009).
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differencing; Q, seasonal moving average; and s, seasonal
period. Because stationarity (constant mean and variance) of a time series is a requirement for fitting ARIMA
models, first order and seasonal differencing were used
to transform the data in to a stationary series. The
multivariate ARIMA equation can be written expressing
Yt as a function of its own past values, past errors and
lagged independent variables.

Yt ¼

p
X
i¼1

φi Yti þ

q
X
i¼1

θi εti þ

b
X

γ i dti

i¼1

where φ, θ and γ are coefficients of the autoregression,
moving average, and independent variables respectively;
p, q, and b are the numbers of past values of Yti , error
terms of εti and lags of independent variables dt-i
respectively.
First, different SARIMA model forms (different combinations of p, d, q, P, D, and Q) were tested to fit the logtransformed time series data without environmental covariates. The best SARIMA model was selected with the
lowest Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), a measure of
the relative goodness of fit of a model, across the 12
sites. Second, using the best SARIMA model form,
multivariate SARIMA models were fitted with logtransformed malaria cases as response and all the environmental variables with lags ranging from one to three
months as potential independent variables. Backward
elimination was used to select environmental variables
and their associated lags. Environmental variables with
p-values less than 0.05 were included in the final model.
These procedures resulted in two final models for each
district: a SARIMA model with autoregressive and moving average terms but without environmental variables
(Model I), and a multivariate SARIMA model that
included autoregressive and moving average terms along
with environmental variables (Model II). Data from
2001–2008 were used to estimate model parameters.
The fits of these final models (Model I and Model II)
were assessed using root mean square error (RMSE)
metrics and Akaike weights (w). Akaike weights (w) are
based on the AIC statistic and are interpreted as the
probability that Model I or Model II is the best approximating model given the data and set of candidate models [27]. The last 12 months of the time series were
withheld from model fitting and used to make a onestep-ahead forecast. The observed values of historical
case data at lags of one month and one year were used
to make predictions for Model I; whereas, observed
values of historical case data at lags of one month and
one year and environmental variables ranging from lags
of one to three months were used to make predictions
for Model II. The differences between observed and
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predicted case numbers were evaluated using the RMSE
scores.
All statistical modelling was conducted using SAS software, Version 9.2 of the SAS System for Windows (SAS
Institute, Inc., Cary, NC, USA). All geographic data
management and processing was carried out using ArcGIS 10 (ESRI, Redlands CA, USA).

Results
Outbreaks of malaria cases were observed in 2003, 2005,
and 2009 across the 12 sites. While several sites (Bati,
Dembecha, South Achefer, Artuma Fursi, Berehet,
Mecha, and Merhabete showed peak cases in the year
2003, only Bati, Mecha, and South Achefer exhibited
large peaks in 2005 (Figure 3). An increase in malaria
cases was also observed in 2009 in several districts.
However, no major peaks of cases were observed for
Ankasha Guagusa, Fagita Lekoma, Meket, and Worebabu in 2009 (Figure 3).
The best time series regression model, based on AIC
values, was found to be a SARIMA (1,1,0)(0,1,1)12 since
it exhibited the lowest AIC across the 12 study sites.
This model form includes the previous month’s malaria
cases (p = 1), and a seasonal moving average term
(Q = 12), along with first order (d = 1) and seasonal differencing (D = 12). Environmental variables that were
included in the final models as predictors were rainfall,
LST, EVI, and ETa. Six sites (South Achefer, Mecha,
Ankasha Guagusa, Worebabu, Merhabete, and Artuma
Fursi) exhibited statistically significant positive relationships of LST with malaria cases at a time lag of one
month (Table 1). Rainfall was positively associated with
malaria cases at five of the sites (South Achefer, Ankasha
Guagusa, Berehet, Bati, and Meket) with a time lag of
one to three months. Moreover, the EVI exhibited a
positive relationship with a time lag of three months at
three study sites (Dembecha, Ankasha Guagusa, and
Fagita Lekoma). ETa also showed significant positive
relationships with a time lag of one to three months at
three of the sites (Libokemkem, Artuma Fursi, and
Worebau). However, the NDVI did not exhibit a significant relationship at any study site. Malaria cases exhibited lagged positive relationships with both temperature
(LST) and moisture (TRMM rainfall, EVI, and ETa) variables (Table 1). The signs of these coefficients were consistent across the 12 study sites.
Adding remotely-sensed environmental variables to
the models improved model fit and predictions in 11 of
12 districts, AIC and RMSE scores were lower for Model
II than Model I at every site except Libokemkem
(Table 2). The Akaike weights for Model II were greater
than 0.85 (85%) for all sites except Libokemkem; this
result indicated improvement of model fits by adding
environmental variables. The fit and prediction accuracy
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Figure 3 Observed vs fitted and predicted malaria cases from the SARIMA model including environmental covariates (Model II). Models
were fitted using data from 2001–2008 and predictions were made for the last 12 months of the time series.

of Model II showed some variability among the 12 study
sites (Figure 3). The models fit the historical data well
for many districts, including Dembecha, Mecha, and
South Achefer. In contrast, model fits under predicted
or over predicted peaks in observed cases in other districts, including Berehet, Libokemkem, and Worebabu.
For the last 12 months of the time series, Model II
predicted 104,541 cases across all the study districts;
whereas, 122,036 cases were reported. Prediction skill
varied among districts ranging from 17% overprediction
(modelled cases > actual cases) to 26% underprediction
(modelled < actual), but predictions for seven of 12

districts are within 10% of the reported cases (Table 3).
In districts in which Model II over or under predicted
by more than 10% (Bati, Dembecha, Libokemkem, South
Achefer, and Mecha), other factors not included in the
model likely also influenced malaria risk.

Discussion
Rainfall was associated with malaria cases at a lag of one
to three months in five of the study sites. This result is
consistent with previous studies. A study in neighbouring Eritrea showed a correlation of satellite-based rainfall
estimates with two to three months lead time and
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Table 1 Regression coefficients for Model II across the 12
districts
Districts
Ankasha Guagusa

Artuma Fursi

Variables

β

S.E.

Rainfall at 1-month lag

0.001

0.001

0.027*

EVI at 3-months lag

4.305

1.467

0.003**

LST at 1-month lag

0.056

0.025

0.026*

LST at 1-month lag

0.071

0.026

0.006**

ETa at 1-month lag

0.009

0.003

0.021*

ETa at 3-months lag

0.010

0.003

0.004**

p

Bati

Rainfall at 3-months lag

0.001

0.001

0.004**

Berehet

Rainfall at 2-months lag

0.002

0.001

0.048*

Dembecha

EVI at 3-months lag

2.744

1.234

0.026*

Fagita Lekoma

EVI at 3-months lag

4.860

2.063

0.018*

Libokemkem

ETa at 3-months lag

0.007

0.003

0.020*

Mecha

LST at 1-month lag

0.094

0.032

0.004**

Meket

Rainfall at 3-months lag

0.004

0.001

0.002**

Merhabete

LST at 1-month lag

0.128

0.056

0.021*

South Achefer

Rainfall at 3-months lag

0.001

0.001

0.035*

LST 1-month lag

0.125

0.032

<.0001**

ETa 1-month lag

0.006

0.002

0.029*

LST at 1-month lag

0.101

0.024

<.0001**

ETa at 1-month lag

0.0116

0.005

0.042*

Worebabu

* significant at 0.05 level ** significant at 0.01 level.

malaria cases [24]. The current findings are also consistent with a study in Ethiopia, which demonstrated that
rainfall measurements from meteorological stations were
significantly associated with malaria cases in lags of
10–12 weeks in highland districts and six to 10 weeks
in lowland districts, respectively [5]. Another study in
Ethiopia showed that there was a strong association of
rainfall based on meteorological station data with

malaria at a lag of two to three months [13]. A study in
Rwanda similarly demonstrated that malaria incidence
was significantly associated with rainfall [28]. The
current research extends these previous studies by demonstrating that remotely sensed precipitation estimates
can be used to model temporal patterns of malaria cases.
It should be noted that the accuracy of satellite precipitation estimates are affected by sampling and spatial and
temporal heterogeneity such as topography, location,
and rainfall type. However, a previous study found that
TRMM based precipitation estimates over the complex
terrain of the Ethiopian highlands outperformed other
satellite rainfall products [18].
The relationship between air temperature measured at
meteorological stations and malaria risk has been highlighted in several previous studies [14,29], including
studies of climatic variability and malaria risk in Ethiopia
[5,16]. For example, one of these studies found positive
significant associations of minimum temperature with
malaria cases in the highland regions of Ethiopia at lags
ranging from seven to 10 weeks [5]. In this study, LST
was positively associated with malaria incidence at a lag
of one month in six districts. LST is estimated from
thermal radiance that is emitted from the land surface
[30]. Satellite-based measurements of LST are sensitive
to thermal characteristics of the ground, atmospheric
effects of spectral radiation and bulk emissivity of the
mixture of materials within the scene. As a result, temporal patterns of LST may not be tightly correlated with
the near surface air temperature [31]. Despite these
caveats, results indicate that LST is a potential indicator
of malaria risk in the highlands of Ethiopia. In the
current application, LST was suitable for prediction
because despite its limitations, it captured relative values
of temperature through time and among sites.

Table 2 AIC, RMSE (log-transformed case numbers), and Akaike Weight for Model I and Model II across the 12 districts
Districts
Ankasha Guagusa
Artuma Fursi
Bati
Berehet

Model I

Model II

AIC

RMSE

Akaike Weight

AIC

RMSE

Akaike Weight

103.61

0.444

0.002

91.45

0.410

0.998

93.05

0.406

0.080

88.16

0.386

0.920

74.31

0.378

0.083

69.50

0.360

0.917

174.21

0.697

0.033

167.45

0.669

0.967

Dembecha

111.98

0.473

0.051

106.13

0.461

0.949

Fagita Lekoma

132.11

0.514

0.068

126.86

0.505

0.932

Libokemkem

65.66

0.341

0.531

65.91

0.344

0.469

Mecha

125.88

0.492

0.050

120.00

0.471

0.950

Meket

191.19

0.708

0.043

184.97

0.695

0.957

Merhabete

191.99

0.754

0.109

187.78

0.737

0.891

South Achefer
Worebabu

78.44

0.391

0.004

67.16

0.352

0.996

115.13

0.470

0.005

104.39

0.434

0.995

Note: Model I (without environmental covariates); Model II (with environmental covariates).
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Table 3 Summary of prediction accuracy for the last
12 months of the time series for Model II across the 12
districts
District

Predicted
Cases

Reported
Cases

Delta

% Difference

Bati

3149

2697

452

16.8

Ankasha Guagusa

13711

12805

906

7.1

Fagita Lekoma

2310

2199

111

5.0

Merhabete

1226

1193

33

2.8

Worebabu

1228

1217

11

0.9

Meket

1050

1057

−7

−0.7

Artuma Fursi

4695

5142

−447

−8.7

Berehet

1576

1739

−163

−9.4

Dembecha

3266

3649

−383

−10.5

Libokemkem

35062

41371

−6309

−15.2

South Achefer

8654

10260

−1606

−15.7

Mecha

28614

38707

−10093

−26.1

Vegetation greenness is expected to respond positively
to rainfall in moisture-limited regions of East Africa;
thus, it could serve as an indirect indicator of surface
water and near-surface humidity. Several other studies
have reported positive associations of vegetation indices
and malaria risk [24,32,33]. For example, a study in
Eritrea showed association of NDVI with malaria at a lag
of four months [24]. In the present study, there was
significant association of EVI and malaria risk in three
districts at a lag of three months. In contrast, NDVI
exhibited no significant association with malaria cases in
the final models. Although the NDVI is a widely used
vegetation index that can provide insights into vegetation dynamics, it loses sensitivity over denser vegetation
[34-37]. The EVI offers an alternative index that retains
more sensitivity than the NDVI over denser vegetation,
thereby enabling it to capture more variation and change
in a mature canopy [34,35,37]. Land cover across the
Amhara region is mostly cropland and herbaceous vegetation, and a comparison of NDVI and EVI time series
exhibits the expected loss of sensitivity of NDVI at
higher EVI values (data not shown).
Findings from this study show novel results on the
lagged positive association between ETa and malaria
cases. No other study has examined the temporal relationship between ETa and malaria occurrence. Results
showed a significant positive association of ETa and malaria cases in three of the 12 study sites at lags of one to
three months. ETa provides information on the flux of
moisture at and below soil, plants, and water bodies, and
is therefore an indicator of water availability at the soil
surface. Thus, ETa may offer a more proximal measurement of environmental conditions suitable for mosquito
breeding and can provide a new avenue for monitoring

environmental risk factors for malaria and, perhaps,
other vector borne diseases.
Although this study has practical utility towards developing a malaria early-warning system, several limitations
should be noted. First, the current models include only
remotely sensed environmental indicators. However,
there are other confounding factors that affect malaria
risk such as land use/land cover, population mobility,
local hydrology, socio-economic factors, and public
health interventions; these processes are not captured in
the current model. Additional research will be necessary
to quantify these influences and incorporate them into
future modelling efforts. Second, it should be noted that
this type of time-series model is strongly data-driven,
requiring a sufficient time series of historical data for
model parameterization. Furthermore, consistent collection and timely reporting of malaria surveillance data,
preferably at weekly rather than monthly intervals,
would be needed to enable operational forecasting using
this type of autoregressive model, which includes surveillance case data as predictor variables.
More specifically, the univariate SARIMA modelling
approach (Model I) can be viewed as a type of malaria
early-detection strategy, which uses temporal patterns of
historical cases as a baseline to identify anomalies that
may indicate the early stages of an emerging epidemic
[38,39]. As a type of early detection, Model I can use
historical case data to make short-term forecasts of
whether malaria cases are likely to increase or decrease
in upcoming months. In contrast, disease-forecasting
efforts based on environmental data alone are typically
referred to as early warning [5-7]. The potential for
combining early detection and early warning to leverage
the advantages of both approaches has not been widely
recognized or explored. The improved fit of Model II
highlights the feasibility of this blended approach by
demonstrating that predictions from early detection
models can be improved by incorporating remotely
sensed environmental variables.
Overall, temporal patterns of malaria were associated
with satellite-derived meteorological and environmental
variables. However, there is spatial variation in the impact
of environmental drivers across the study sites. This
spatial variation may reflect other factors such as differences in land use/land cover, local hydrology, topography,
immunity of the population, population movement, vector control, and health access. Moreover, there was a geographical pattern of the statistically significant predictor
variables in the models. For instance, malaria was associated with vegetation (EVI) in three neighbouring sites
(Ankasha Guagusa, Dembecha, and Fagita Lekoma) on
the southwest of the Amhara region. On the other hand,
LST was found to be a statistically significant predictor of
malaria risk across broader geographic areas. Thus, there
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is a potential for identifying geographical areas where
similar environmental drivers predict malaria risk. The
resulting information could be used to spatially stratify
the region and develop models for malaria early warning
that are tailored to specific areas.
Prediction skill varied among the districts. The results
and their potential application for operational early
warning system should therefore be interpreted cautiously. It should also be noted that there are limitations
to the clinically diagnosed malaria data due to inconsistent registration of cases, incomplete reporting, and lack
of centralized data sharing platforms. In some cases,
patients visiting a health centre may come from neighbouring districts and may not be exposed to the same
climate and environment. These uncertainties likely contributed to the variable levels of error in the current
model predictions. To set up a robust malaria early
warning system, there is a need for routine surveillance
data at weekly temporal resolution and district level that
is disseminated in a digital format. The current study
contributes to quantifying the association of climatic
and environmental variability with malaria risk by using
remotely sensed variables and historical morbidity data
in an effort towards the development of a malaria earlywarning system in the Amhara region.

Conclusions
Development of operational Malaria Early Warning Systems (MEWS) has been proposed by the World Health
Organization (WHO) to combat malaria epidemics particularly in climate sensitive regions [7]. In particular, an
integrated malaria early-warning system can be developed using environmental monitoring and epidemic surveillance. One of the key steps to develop effective
malaria early warning is to quantify the relationship between malaria cases and meteorological and environmental determinants. In this study a time series
regression SARIMA modelling approach was used to
quantify the lagged association of environmental variables with malaria cases and predict malaria cases
among 12 districts in the Amhara Region of Ethiopia.
The major finding in the current study was that there
was a strong lagged association between malaria cases
and satellite-derived meteorological and environmental
variables across the 12 sites in the Amhara region of
Ethiopia. This lead time of one to three months can be
used to develop a malaria early-warning system for the
region. Equally important, this study highlighted the potential for integrating modelling approaches based on
historical case data (early detection) and environmental
data (early warning) to enhance the effectiveness of malaria risk forecasting efforts.

Page 9 of 10

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Authors' contributions
AM and MCW designed the study, processed the satellite data, analysed the
data, and drafted the manuscript; GMH participated in satellite data
processing and drafting the manuscript. GS also participated in drafting the
manuscript. PS developed the historical malaria surveillance database. The
authors all read and approved the manuscript.
Acknowledgements
We thank Abere Mihretie, Hiwot Teka, and the Health, Development, and
Anti-Malaria Association for their efforts in collecting the malaria case data.
We thank the two anonymous reviewers who helped improve the clarity
of the manuscript. We also acknowledge the Federal Democratic Republic
of Ethiopia Ministry of Health and the Amhara National Regional State
Health Bureau for their cooperation. This work was supported by Grant
Number R01- AI079411 from the National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases and NASA Earth and Space Science Fellowship (Grant
Number 11-Earth11F-0286). The MODIS data were obtained from the
NASA Land Processes Distributed Active Archive Center (LP DAAC), USGS/
Earth Resources Observation and Science (EROS) Center, Sioux Falls, SD,
USA, (http://lpdaac.usgs.gov/get_data).
Author details
1
Geographic Information Science Center of Excellence, South Dakota State
University, Brookings, SD 57007, USA. 2US Geological Survey Earth Resources
Observation and Science (EROS) Center, Sioux Falls, SD, USA. 3Health,
Development, and Anti-Malaria Association (HDAMA), Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
Received: 24 February 2012 Accepted: 30 April 2012
Published: 14 May 2012
References
1. Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, Ministry of Health: Ethiopia
National Malaria Indicator Survey 2007. Addis Ababa; 2008.
2. Jima D, Getachew A, Bilak H, Steketee RW, Emerson PM, Graves PM, Gebre
T, Reithinger R, Hwang J, Survey EMI: Malaria indicator survey 2007,
Ethiopia: coverage and use of major malaria prevention and control
interventions. Malar J 2010, 9:58.
3. Deressa W, Ali A, Enqusellassie F: Self-treatment of malaria in rural
communities, Butajira, southern Ethiopia. Bull World Health Organ 2003,
81:261–268.
4. Graves PM, Richards FO, Ngondi J, Emerson PM, Shargie EB, Endeshaw T,
Ceccato P, Ejigsemahu Y, Mosher AW, Hailemariam A, Zerihun M, Teferi T,
Ayele B, Mesele A, Yohannes G, Tilahun A, Gebre T: Individual, household
and environmental risk factors for malaria infection in Amhara, Oromia
and SNNP regions of Ethiopia. Trans R Soc Trop Med Hyg 2009,
103:1211–1220.
5. Teklehaimanot HD, Lipsitch M, Teklehaimanot A, Schwartz J: Weather-based
prediction of Plasmodium falciparum malaria in epidemic-prone regions
of Ethiopia I. Patterns of lagged weather effects reflect biological
mechanisms. Malar J 2004, 3:41.
6. Thomson M, Indeje M, Connor S, Dilley M, Ward N: Malaria early warning
in Kenya and seasonal climate forecasts. Lancet 2003, 362:580–580.
7. WHO: Malaria Early Warning Systems, Concepts, Indicators and patterns. A
Framework for Field Research in Africa. Geneva: WHO; 2001.
8. Hay SI, Omumbo JA, Craig MH, Snow RW: Earth observation, geographic
information systems and Plasmodium falciparum malaria in sub-Saharan
Africa. Adv Parasitol 2000, 47:173–215.
9. Adimi F, Soebiyanto RP, Safi N, Kiang R: Towards malaria risk prediction in
Afghanistan using remote sensing. Malar J 2010, 9:125.
10. Martens WJM, Niessen LW, Rotmans J, Jetten TH, Mcmichael AJ: Potential
impact of global climate-change on malaria risk. Environ Health Perspect
1995, 103:458–464.
11. Thomson MC, Connor SJ: The development of malaria early warning
systems for Africa. Trends Parasitol 2001, 17:438–445.
12. Connor SJ, Thomson MC, Flasse SP, Perryman AH: Environmental
information systems in malaria risk mapping and epidemic forecasting.
Disasters 1998, 22:39–56.

Midekisa et al. Malaria Journal 2012, 11:165
http://www.malariajournal.com/content/11/1/165

13. Abeku TA, De Vlas SJ, Borsboom GJJM, Tadege A, Gebreyesus Y,
Gebreyohannes H, Alamirew D, Seifu A, Nagelkerke NJD, Habbema JDF:
Effects of meteorological factors on epidemic malaria in Ethiopia: a
statistical modelling approach based on theoretical reasoning.
Parasitology 2004, 128:585–593.
14. Zhou GF, Minakawa N, Githeko AK, Yan GY: Association between climate
variability and malaria epidemics in the East African highlands. Proc Natl
Acad Sci USA 2004, 101:2375–2380.
15. Shanks GD, Hay SI, Stern DI, Biomndo K, Snow RW: Meteorologic influences
on Plasmodium falciparum malaria in the highland tea estates of Kericho,
western Kenya. Emerg Infect Dis 2002, 8:1404–1408.
16. Abeku TA, de Vlas SJ, Borsboom G, Teklehaimanot A, Kebede A, Olana D,
van Oortmarssen GJ, Habbema JDF: Forecasting malaria incidence from
historical morbidity patterns in epidemic-prone areas of Ethiopia: a
simple seasonal adjustment method performs best. Trop Med Int Health
2002, 7:851–857.
17. Senay G, Verdin J: Developing a malaria early warning system for
Ethiopia. Proceedings of theTwenty-Fifth Annual ESRI International User
Conference: 25–29 July 2005. San Diego, California.
18. Dinku T, Ceccato P, Grover-Kopec E, Lemma M, Connor SJ, Ropelewski CF:
Validation of satellite rainfall products over East Africa's complex
topography. Int J Remote Sens 2007, 28:1503–1526.
19. Tatem AJ, Scott JG, Hay SI: Terra and Aqua: new data for epidemiology
and public health. Int J Appl Earth Obs 2004, 6:33–46.
20. Hay SI, Snow RW, Rogers DJ: Predicting malaria seasons in Kenya using
multitemporal meteorological satellite sensor data. Trans R Soc Trop Med
Hyg 1998, 92:12–20.
21. Rogers DJ, Randolph SE, Snow RW, Hay SI: Satellite imagery in the study
and forecast of malaria. Nature 2002, 415:710–715.
22. Pinzon JE, Wilson JM, Tucker CJ, Arthur R, Jahrling PB, Formenty P: Trigger
events: Enviroclimatic coupling of ebola hemorrhagic fever outbreaks.
AmJTrop Med Hyg 2004, 71:664–674.
23. Ceccato P, Connor S, Jeanne I, Thomson M: Application of Geographical
Information Systems and Remote Sensing technologies for assessing
and monitoring malaria risk. Parassitologia 2005, 47:81–96.
24. Ceccato P, Ghebremeskel T, Jaiteh M, Graves PM, Levy M, Ghebreselassie S,
Ogbamariam A, Barnston AG, Bell M, del Corral J, Connor SJ, Fesseha I,
Brantly EP, Thomson MC: Malaria stratification, climate, and epidemic
early warning in Eritrea. AmJTrop Med Hyg 2007, 77:61–68.
25. Mu Q, Heinsch FA, Zhao M, Running SW: Development of a global
evapotranspiration algorithm based on MODIS and global meteorology
data. Remote Sens Environ 2007, 111:519–536.
26. Fuller DO, Troyo A, Beier JC: El Nino Southern Oscillation and vegetation
dynamics as predictors of dengue fever cases in Costa Rica. Environ Res
Lett 2009, 4:140111–140118.
27. Burnham KP, Anderson DR: Model Selection and Multimodel Inference: A
Practical Information Theoretic Approach. New York: Springer; 2002.
28. Loevinsohn ME: Climatic warming and increased malaria incidence in
Rwanda. Lancet 1994, 343:714–718.
29. Kilian AHD, Langi P, Talisuna A, Kabagambe G: Rainfall pattern, El Nino and
malaria in Uganda. Trans R Soc Trop Med Hyg 1999, 93:22–23.
30. Mildrexler DJ, Zhao MS, Running SW: A global comparison between
station air temperatures and MODIS land surface temperatures reveals
the cooling role of forests. J Geophys Res 2011, 116:0148–0227.
31. Vancutsem C, Ceccato P, Dinku T, Connor SJ: Evaluation of MODIS land
surface temperature data to estimate air temperature in different
ecosystems over Africa. Remote Sens Environ 2010, 114:449–465.
32. Patz JA, Strzepek K, Lele S, Hedden M, Greene S, Noden B, Hay SI, Kalkstein
L, Beier JC: Predicting key malaria transmission factors, biting and
entomological inoculation rates, using modelled soil moisture in Kenya.
Trop Med Int Health 1998, 3:818–827.
33. Craig MH, Kleinschmidt I, Nawn JB, Le Sueur D, Sharp BL: Exploring
30 years of malaria case data in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa: Part I. The
impact of climatic factors. Trop Med Int Health 2004, 9:1247–1257.
34. Huete A, Didan K, Miura T, Rodriguez EP, Gao X, Ferreira LG: Overview of
the radiometric and biophysical performance of the MODIS vegetation
indices. Remote Sens Environ 2002, 83:195–213.
35. Rocha AV, Shaver GR: Advantages of a two band EVI calculated from solar
and photosynthetically active radiation fluxes. Agr Forest Meteorol 2009,
149:1560–1563.

Page 10 of 10

36. Viña A, Henebry GM, Gitelson AA: Satellite monitoring of vegetation
dynamics: Sensitivity enhancement by the Wide Dynamic Range
Vegetation Index. Geophys Res Lett 2004, 31:L04503.
37. Matsushita B, Yang W, Chen J, Onda Y, Qiu GY: Sensitivity of the Enhanced
Vegetation Index (EVI) and Normalized Difference Vegetation Index
(NDVI) to topographic effects: A case study in high-density cypress
forest. Sensors 2007, 7:2636–2651.
38. Teklehaimanot HD, Schwartz J, Teklehaimanot A, Lipsitch M: Weather-based
prediction of Plasmodium falciparum malaria in epidemic-prone regions
of Ethiopia II. Weather-based prediction systems perform comparably to
early detection systems in identifying times for interventions. Malar J
2004, 3:44.
39. Davis RG, Kamanga A, Castillo-Salgado C, Chime N, Mharakurwa S, Shiff C:
Early detection of malaria foci for targeted interventions in endemic
southern Zambia. Malar J 2011, 10:260.
doi:10.1186/1475-2875-11-165
Cite this article as: Midekisa et al.: Remote sensing-based time series
models for malaria early warning in the highlands of Ethiopia. Malaria
Journal 2012 11:165.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of:
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• No space constraints or color ﬁgure charges
• Immediate publication on acceptance
• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar
• Research which is freely available for redistribution
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

